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H ow  T rees B ehave-O r D o T hey?
Verlyn Flieger
On March 8 1939 J.R.R. Tolkien gave a lecture on "Fairy Stories" at the 
U niversity of St. A ndrew s, Scotland. Some four years later, probably some 
tim e in 1943, he revised his talk for publication in Essays Presented to Charles 
Williams, add ing  new  m aterial to the original lecture. A m ong the additions was a 
lengthy discussion on the possibility of fairies (which he conflates w ith elves) as 
real beings. It includes the following passage, introduced by a phrase that comes 
u p  m ore than once in the essay, "If Fairies exist": a conditional followed by the 
implicative conjunction "then." In logic this is called the "if-then" construction, a 
hypothesis followed by a deduction and its consequences. For Tolkien the 
consequence in this case was that fairies "are a quite separate creation living in 
another m ode." H e w ent on to say, "They appear to u s in hum an form  (with 
hands, faces, voices and language similar to our own) [...]. For lack of a better 
w ord  they m ay be called spirits, daem ons [...] subject to M oral Law, capable of 
good and evil, and possibly (in this fallen world) actually sometim es evil." He 
then gave an example:
Thus a tree-fairy (or a dryad) is, or was a minor spirit in the process of 
creation who aided [...] in the making effective of the divine Tree-idea or 
some part of it, or of even of some one particular example: some tree. He is 
therefore now bound by use and love to Trees (or a tree), immortal while 
the world (and trees) last—never to escape, until the End. It is a dreadful 
Doom [...] in exchange for a splendid power. What fate awaits him 
beyond the Confines of the World, we cannot know. It is likely that the 
Fairy does not know himself. It is possible that nothing awaits him — 
outside the World and the Cycle of Story and of Time. (Manuscript B 254­
255, emphasis in original)
This is an arresting passage for several reasons. First, few people today believe in 
fairies. Tolkien w rites as if he did. S tarting in the conditional m ode w ith "if" 
Tolkien m oves alm ost im m ediately to the declarative, assum ing the reality of 
w hat is for m ost people the stuff of m yth  and fable. Second, he picks a specific 
kind of fairy, a dryad, to illustrate his hypothesis. In Greek m ythology the dryad 
w as a spirit in the form  of a young m aiden or wom an. W hile Tolkien uses the
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Greek w ord to support the English phrase, his interest in folklore w ould  was 
alm ost certainly have m ade him  aw are of m ore N orthern European examples, 
such as those m entioned by the anthropological folklorist Edw ard Burnet Tylor 
in Primitive Culture:
The peasant folklore of Europe still knows of willows that bleed and weep 
and speak when hewn, of the fairy maiden that sits within the fir-tree, of 
that old tree in Rugaard forest that must not be felled, for an elf dwells 
within, of that old tree on the Heinzenberg near Zell, which uttered its 
complaint when the woodman cut it down [...]. (qtd. in Dorson 194)
Third, Tolkien's discussion appears in a scholarly essay, not a piece of 
im aginative fiction. D ryads were m uch beloved of the Rom antics such as Keats 
and Coleridge, and rom antic Edw ardians such as A rthur Rackham, bu t they 
w ere rather out of fashion in the m odern and post-m odern criticism of Tolkien's 
tw entieth century. Tolkien, psychologically and spiritually closer to Keats and 
Coleridge and Rackham, has in his fiction m any kinds of fairies, which he called 
elves. H e has Light Elves, Dark Elves, Grey Elves, H igh Elves, Deep Elves, W ood 
Elves, even Half-elves. Does he have any Tree-fairies? A ny dryads?
Given its faerian beauty, we m ight be tem pted to start w ith Lorien, 
whose m allorn trees w ith silver bark and gold leaves and w hite blossoms seem 
obvious candidates, and w hose presiding spirit Galadriel could easily pass for a 
d ryad as the term  is conventionally understood. But obvious is not always best, 
and a close look shows m ore differences from  Tolkien's Tree-fairy than 
similarities. A lthough the Lorien elves are called Galadrim , "Tree-folk" or "tree- 
elves" (which comes close to tree-fairy), they do not really fit the type described 
in the essay. They live in trees, bu t residentially, in tree-houses, not as inhabiting 
spirits. The trees themselves, how ever beautiful, are inanim ate in all senses of 
that word. They have neither awareness nor personality. They have no soul. 
Tolkien creates no spiritual connection betw een the elves and the trees. As for 
Galadriel, she has no special pow er over, nor any particular affinity w ith, trees. 
She reigns b u t she does not rule. Furtherm ore, she is female, and although this 
fits the Greek paradigm , w here the tree-fairy was a young wom an, it doesn 't fit 
Tolkien, w ho was going against type in m aking this traditional figure male, 
using  the pronouns "he," "him ," "himself."
We m ay have better luck his other forests—the O ld Forest, Fangorn, the 
m ysteriously appearing and disappearing H uorn-w ood. H ere the trees appear 
sentient, their inhabiting spirits are a p art of their nature, and they are or seem to 
be male. Though they look m ore tree than fairy, Tolkien's actual tree-characters, 
O ld M an W illow and Treebeard and the m ysterious H uorns, fit his description 
far better than does Galadriel. Like his tree-fairy they are "subject to M oral Law,
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capable of good and evil, and possibly in this fallen w orld actually sometimes 
evil." They certainly qualify as "m inor spirit[s] in the process of creation w ho aid 
[...] in the m aking effective of the divine Tree-idea or some part of it, or of even 
of some one particular example: some tree."
G ranted, the relationship is not im m ediately obvious. Tolkien's 
characters are not sprites, they are actual trees rooted in the soil of the O ld Forest 
and Fangorn. They are covered in bark, not skin. They are not young and pretty  
bu t old and rugged. They do not look or act like spirits. Yet in spite of these 
obvious differences, I suggest that there is a reciprocal connection between the 
fiction and the essay in which each influenced the creation of the other. Some 
chronology will clarify the relationship. The tree-fairy is conspicuously absent 
from  the earliest essay draft, M anuscript A. This was w ritten in M arch of 1939 
w hen The Lord of the Rings was in its em bryonic stages of conception and w here 
the tree-characters were only notes or outlines, if they appeared at all. In contrast, 
M anuscript B, w here the passage appears, was w ritten in 1943, four years later, 
w hen these characters w ere well-developed.
O ld M an W illow
I will begin w ith O ld M an Willow, the earliest in the interior chronology 
of the story as well as in the exterior chronology of composition. H is actual 
introduction into Tolkien's sub-created w orld came in a 1934 poem  called "The 
A dventures of Tom  Bombadil," w here already a p redatory  tree, O ld M an Willow 
captures Tom Bombadil, and has to be told by Tom to go "back to sleep again" 
(13). The poem  w as published as part of the 1962 collection The Adventures of Tom 
Bombadil. But O ld M an W illow can be said to have h it the big tim e w ith  Tolkien's 
early w ork on The Lord of the Rings. In a 1938 note on draft Chapter One Tolkien 
talks about the hobbits getting "caught by W illowm an" (Return of the Shadow [RS] 
42-43), and further notes have W illowm an trapping  Bingo and Odo (112, 115), 
w ho are then rescued by Tom Bombadil (117). Further notes m ention the Willow 
b u t do no t develop the scene we know  from  the finished text w here the hobbits 
are actually captured. A m ore developed treatm ent, also from  1938, appears in 
the second version of the Tom  Bombadil chapter, w hich includes an early version 
of Tom 's description of the Forest to the four hobbits.
Amongst [Tom's] talk there was here and there much said of Old Man 
Willow, and Merry learned enough to content him [< ] though not enough 
for him to understand how that grey thirsty earth-bound spirit had 
become imprisoned in the greatest Willow of the Forest. The tree did not 
die, though its heart went rotten, while the malice of the Old Man drew 
power out of earth and water, and spread like a net, like fine root-threads 
in the ground, and invisible twig-fingers in the air, till it had infected or 
subjugated nearly all the trees on both sides of the valley. (RS 120-21)
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H ere the W illow and the O ld M an are not yet the indivisible being they will 
become as the character develops. Both M anuscript B and the 1938 draft of the 
chapter associate a tree and a spirit, a "non-incarnate m ind." Both refer to that 
spirit as being bound  to or im prisoned in a particular tree. The notion that the 
spirit is "subject to m oral law" and "capable of good and evil" is reflected in "the 
malice of the O ld M an," w ho apparently  tu rns the W illow 's heart rotten, m aking 
them  both evil. The fact that M erry cannot understand  the process by w hich the 
"th irsty  earth-bound spirit" becam e "im prisoned" in the w illow  w ithout any 
agency, including that of the tree, suggests that at that tim e Tolkien d id  not 
understand  the process either. H e had  the idea bu t not the m echanism , and 
solved the problem  later on by sim ply m erging them  into one entity, m aking Old 
M an Willow both tree and spirit.
This seems to have occurred in w hat Christopher Tolkien calls the 
"th ird  phase" of revision for these opening chapters, which he conjecturally 
dates to m id or late 1939, that is, after Tolkien's lecture and the draft M anuscript 
A he w rote for it. The published version includes this revision, and uses Tom 's 
authority  to add  some significant sentences to his description. The revision reads 
as follows:
Moving constantly in and out of [Tom's] talk was Old Man Willow, and 
Frodo learned now enough to content him [...]. Tom's words laid bare the 
hearts of trees and their thoughts, which were often dark and strange, and 
filled with a hatred of things that go free upon the earth [...]. [N]one were 
more dangerous than the Great Willow: his heart was rotten, but his 
strength was green, and [...] his song and thought ran through the woods 
on both sides of the river. His grey thirsty spirit drew power out of the 
earth and spread like fine root-threads in the ground, and invisible twig- 
fingers in the air, till it had under its dominion nearly all the trees of the 
Forest [...]. (The Lord of the Rings [LotR] I.7.130)
No longer is the O ld M an "im prisoned" in the Willow; their characteristics are 
now  m elded. It is the tree itself that has the "grey thirsty  spirit," the tree whose 
roots and tw igs "d raw  pow er" out of earth  and air. Tree and tree-fairy are one 
entity. At first glance, the w illow  is only a tree, albeit an im pressive one. 
"Enorm ous it looked, its spraw ling branches going up  like reaching arm s w ith 
m any long-fingered hands, its knotted and tw isted trunk gaping in w ide fissures 
that creaked faintly as the boughs m oved." The hobbits see "the grey and yellow 
leaves, m oving softly against the light, and singing" (I.6.116).
Consonant w ith its tree-appearance, the "singing" leaves could be read 
as m etaphor. But Tolkien's choice of "singing," over the m ore conventional 
"rustling" for the leaves has an an thropom orphizing—or dryadm orphizing— 
effect. Tolkien is anim ating nature by subtly cranking u p  the level of
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consciousness in a natural phenomenon, as he does later with Caradhras, not 
taking it far beyond probability but implying intent in what is usually seen as 
natural activity. Old Man Willow retains what Tolkien deemed essential for 
successful fantasy, the "inner consistency of reality," the necessity of any 
particular element to conform to the norms of the Secondary World. He is a 
logical extension of the Old Forest, making actual what the hobbits think they 
perceive in the trees. His subsequent actions in engulfing Pippin, entrapping 
Merry, and trying to drown Frodo are malevolent, the dark side of the tree-fairy. 
Moreover, the reaction of Old Man Willow to Sam and Frodo's attempts to set 
him on fire—"a tremor" that runs through the whole tree, leaves that seem "to 
hiss [...] with a sound of pain and anger" and branches that sway violently 
(I.6.118), recalls Tylor's "willows that bleed and weep and speak when hewn."
In addition, the trees of the Old Forest, though they never exceed the 
observed characteristics of trees—dropping branches, sticking up roots—seem to 
react to the hobbits' presence, giving an impression of motivation and intent that 
is enhanced by the ominous crowding that herds the hobbits "eastwards and 
southwards, into the heart of the forest," which is "not at all the direction they 
wished to take" ( L o tR  I.6.114). They finally arrive where they do not want to go, 
the Withywindle valley, according to Merry "the queerest part of the whole 
w ood—the centre from which all the queerness comes, as it were" (113). Here 
Frodo sees "leaning over him a huge willow-tree, old and hoary" (116). The 
implication is that the willow has maneuvered their arrival, and it is not hard to 
imagine that it has planned the capture (and possible death) of the hobbits. 
Tom's words about the thoughts of trees, that they are "filled with a hatred of 
things that go free upon the earth" would be sufficient motive. It is worth noting 
that in Manuscript B Tolkien never said the fairy was nice, just that he was bound 
to his tree and responsible for it. In fact, he deliberately raised the possibility that 
such a being could be evil.
T reebeard
The same progression seen in Old Man W illow—from embryonic 
concept to fully realized creature blending the natural with the super-natural— 
also distinguishes my next tree-fairy candidate, Treebeard. In 1956 Tolkien wrote 
to 'Mr. Thompson,' "I have no recollection of inventing Ents. I came at last to the 
point, and wrote the 'Treebeard' chapter without any recollection of any 
previous thought: just as it now is" (L e t te r s  231). The creative process was not 
quite as simple as Tolkien remembered it. Treebeard was a late addition to the 
story in what Christopher Tolkien calls the "third phase" of T h e  F e l lo w s h ip  in 
1939, appearing initially as the "Giant Treebeard" (and thus not a tree at all) who 
was at first on the side of Sauron and imprisoned Gandalf in Fangorn. An early 
draft describes him as having a "thick gnarled leg with a rootlike foot" which
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Frodo at first m istakes for "the stem  of a m onstrous oaktree" (RS 384). A lthough 
the tree-association is present in em bryo w ith the com parison to a m onstrous 
oaktree, Treebeard was still a g iant (Treason of Isengard [TI] 6). In a subsequent 
note Tolkien jotted, "If Treebeard comes in at a ll—let h im  be kindly and rather 
good? A bout 50 feet high w ith barky skin. H air and beard  rather like twigs. 
C lothed in dark  green like a m ail of short shining leaves" (RS 410, em phasis in 
original). The "m ail of short shining leaves" evokes the folklore figure of the 
Green M an or Jack in the Green, a vegetation spirit celebrated in fertility rituals, 
and the tw iggy hair and beard  recall the foliate heads of m edieval sculpture. He 
is on his w ay to becom ing a tree.
Treebeard is called an "Ent" for the first tim e in circa 1940 (TI 250). But 
since ent is an Anglo-Saxon w ord m eaning "giant" his essential character m ay 
not have changed m uch. By 1944 (i.e. just prior to the 1945 M anuscript B w ith the 
Tree-fairy passage), he was as we know  h im  from  the published text, a walking 
talking guardian  of trees, in function the closest th ing to Tolkien's idea of a tree- 
fairy w ithout being called one you can get. Treebeard 's looks now  seem 
consciously designed to m erge fairy into tree. Described as "M an-like, almost 
Troll-like" (LotR III.4.463), a rem inder of the g iant he once was, he is still far m ore 
tree than m an or troll, being a "figure, at least fourteen feet high [...] w ith a tall 
head  and hard ly  any neck [...] clad in stuff like green and grey bark," his lower 
face "covered w ith a sweeping grey beard, bushy, alm ost tw iggy at the roots, 
thin and m ossy at the ends," and having "large, knob-knuckled" hands. His 
"large feet," no longer "rootlike," have "seven toes each" (463). A nd unlike M an 
or Troll, he is certainly, like the tree-fairy, "bound by use and love to trees." 
W hile O ld M an W illow fits Tolkien's idea of the tree-fairy as an entity w ith the 
potential for evil, Treebeard, in his position as shepherd of trees, better fits the 
tree-fairy's m ore benevolent role as " 'agen t' in the m aking effective of the divine 
Tree-idea or some part of it" (M anuscript B 255). As the old Ent tells M erry and 
Pippin, "w e do w hat we can. We keep off strangers and the foolhardy; and we 
train  and we teach, we walk and we w eed" (LotR III.4.468).
Treebeard, of course, is a m uch m ore fully developed character than 
O ld M an Willow. H e has a voice, not m ere singing leaves; he has a personality, 
not just an aura of evil; he has opinions, not just tendencies. M oreover — and this 
will become m ore im portant as the story develops—he w ants only to watch and 
guard, not dom inate, as O ld M an Willow w ith his grey thirsty roots quite clearly 
does. Treebeard has a m em ory, which gives h im  a tem poral space w ithin the 
history of M iddle-earth, and he has a sense of his ow n identity and place in the 
natu ra l scheme of things. H e is Tolkien's first fully conscious and self-aware 
creation from  the natural w orld. Probably O ld M an Willow, rooted at the center 
of the O ld Forest and staying closer to the dem eanor and appearance of a real 
tree, is the m ore realistic sub-creation. But Treebeard, because he dem ands
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greater suspension of d isb e lie f- tree s  do not have hands and feet, and cannot 
talk or walk, w ith a gait like "w ading herons" (III.8 .549)-T reebeard , a tree yet 
not a tree, is paradoxically the m ore believable one.
The H uorns
Yet w ithout Treebeard and Fangorn Forest we w ould  not have the 
H uorns, w hose dark destructiveness actually seems closer to O ld M an Willow 
than to Treebeard. I have called the H uorns m ysterious not only because they 
seem less tree-fairylike than m y other two e x a m p le s - th e y  are not individuals 
bu t a collective, and have no discernible p e rso n a lity -b u t also because their 
appearance in the story seems less defined than that of the other two. At first 
glance they are just a kind of surreal picture of natu re  on the ram page. O ld M an 
W illow is a tree. Treebeard is an Ent. But w hat exactly is a H uorn? Is there even 
such a thing as a H uorn (singular), or are they sim ply an aggregate, a m oving 
mass? They are anticipated in early draft notes by a reference to "Treebeard and 
his Three Giants" (TI 210), suggesting that Treebeard (still a giant at this point) 
has followers, related beings w hom  he can sum m on at need. In the story as 
published, however, they are neither giants nor Ents (though the latter is 
debatable, as we will see), and they certainly d on 't behave like trees. Unlike the 
O ld Forest, they exceed w hat trees are know n to do; and unlike O ld M an Willow 
they are not rooted b u t can m ove at will, and attack in a  m ysterious w ay that is 
never defined. In spite of this, I w ant to m ake the case that they are variations of 
the tree-fairy, neither good (like Treebeard) nor evil (like O ld M an Willow), but 
dark, violent, revengeful, w ith a past h istory h in ted  at bu t never revealed.
The H uorns first appear in drafts dated  by Christopher Tolkien to the 
w inter of 1941-42 (TI 379). There is little or no description of them, and they 
appear only in notes for the Battle of Isengard. H ere they are called Galbedirs, 
then Lamorni, then O ronom ar/O ronrni, all of w hich have the same meaning, 
"Talking Trees" (War of the Rings [WR] 47, 50), and are described by M erry as 
"trees [the Ents] have trained and m ade half-entish" (WR 50). A later draft has 
h im  add "though far w ilder, of course, and crueller" (WR 55). It is here that the 
w ord  Huorn first enters the text, and also M erry 's uncertainty about them. "I 
cannot m ake out w hether they are trees that have become Entish, or Ents that 
have become tree-like, or both" (WR 56). This is close to the published text, 
w here M erry says, "I th ink they are Ents that have become alm ost like trees, at 
least to look at." H e then goes on,
They stand here and there in the wood or under its eaves, silent, watching 
endlessly over the trees, but deep in the darkest dales there are hundreds 
and hundreds of them, I believe. [And he adds] [I]t is difficult to see them 
moving. But they do. [...] You stand still looking at the weather, maybe, or
M yth lo re  32.1, Fall/Winter 2013   27
How Trees Behave—Or Do They? 
28  Mythlore 123, Fall/Winter 2013 
listening to the rustling of the wind, and then suddenly you find that you 
are in the middle of a wood with great groping trees all around you. They 
still have voices, and can speak with the Ents—that is why they are called 
Huorns, Treebeard says—but they have become queer and wild. 
Dangerous. I should be terrified of meeting them, if there were no true 
Ents about to look after them. (LotR III.9. ix 170) 
  
Merry’s suggestion that Huorns are Ents that have become ‚almost like trees‛ 
suggests a regression from personality to type, from a higher level of 
consciousness to more instinctive behavior. It would explain their mobility, since 
Ents are mobile and can move fast. But it raises a mechanical problem, for where 
Ents have feet to travel on, Huorns have roots, which by their nature are anchors 
to place. What Merry tells us is opinion based on observation, not fact. Maybe 
Merry is an unreliable narrator.  
 Knowing Tolkien’s predilection for languages, we might expect some 
etymology at work, even though these names were abandoned. Parma 
Eldalamberon XVII: Words, Phrases & Passages in Various Tongues in The Lord of the 
Rings glosses Huorn with a question mark as ‚tree‛ which is not much help, and 
offers hō ‚spirit, shadow,‛ which is not bad, but also hū ‚hound‛ which is no 
help at all. Orne is easy; it’s a Sindarin word meaning ‚(tall) tree.‛ The hu 
element is harder to identify if you don’t like ‚shadow‛ or ‚hound.‛ In light of 
the earlier names (Galbedir, Lamorni, etc.) Treebeard’s explanation that they are 
called Huorns because they have voices seems reasonable. All well and good, 
except that the Huorns do not speak. Maybe Treebeard is an unreliable linguist.1 
                                           
1 Some etymological connections that Tolkien deleted, but which nonetheless show his 
thoughts, include: ‚ho, syogo; hu, khugu; = fōa‛ (suggesting a connection at least of sense 
with ‚√PHAW–, emit (foul breath etc.).  phawalōkō> foalóke‛ (PE 17:181). Also cited are 
related (or possibly related) roots/elements in the corpus:  
‚*The question mark in the gloss of Huorn is in the manuscript. The gloss of hō is uncertain, 
and might be ‘speak, show’.  
Deleted: ho, syogo; hu, khugu; = fōa. The gloss of hú might be ‘heart’. Cf. GL hond >> honn 
‘heart’, hû ‘dog’; Etym.  
KHŌ-N- ‘heart (physical)’, Q hōn, N hûn; Khō-gorē, N Huor ‘heart-vigour; courage’, 
KHUGAN–, Q huan ‘hound’,  
N huan; Huorns, WR 30, Galbedirs ‘Talking Trees’, 47, Lamorni >> Ornómar, 50, Ornómi ‘trees 
with voices’, 55. 
For orn ‘(tall) tree’, see I 356 s.v. mellyrn.+‛(PE 17:86) 
Other roots/elements possibly related to hu– if having to do with voices appear in Parma 
Eldalamberon XVII: Qenyaqesta: The Qenya Phonology and Lexicon: 
‚HO– (OHO ?) shout, scream. hô an owl. holle a shout. holtó– call out. hol{le babble, chatter, 
conversation.‛ 
‚HUHU– (= hoho.) whoop. hul{le = hol{le .‛  
 
And in "The Etymologies" under KHUGAN-:
"KHUG- bark, bay. *khugan: Q huan (hunen) hound; N Huan (dog-name); Q huo dog; N hu."
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But if, as I w ant to suggest, the H uorns are a kind of Tolkienian tree- 
fairy, how  do they "m ake effective the tree-idea"? By a m asterful use of authorial 
legerdem ain. Tolkien's staging of the H uorns is one of the slickest tricks in his 
sub-creative bag, for they are never clearly defined or explained, as are O ld Man 
W illow and Treebeard. N ow  you see them. N ow  you don 't. Tolkien builds up  an 
im pression largely th rough other characters' reactions to them, starting w ith 
Legolas's intuition before ever the H uorns enter the story by nam e. W hen the 
Three H unters first come to the eaves of Fangorn, Legolas says, "I catch only the 
faintest echoes of dark places w here the hearts of the trees are black" (LotR 
III.5.491). There is som ething m ysterious about Fangorn Forest, and it is not just 
the im posing b u t surprisingly friendly Treebeard w hom  the hobbits first 
encounter. Tolkien intensifies the m ystery later w ith phrases such as, "strange 
trees," "darkness blacker than the night," "m oving tow ers of shadow," 
"w hisperings and groanings and an endless rustling sigh" that shake the earth 
(IH.8.552), describing not the H uorns themselves, bu t the im pression they make 
on observers.
Treebeard echoes Legolas w hen he tells M erry and P ippin rather 
obscurely, "Taurelilomea-tumbalemorna Tumbaletaurea Lameanor," (III.4.467) which 
A ppendix F under Ents translates as "Forestm anyshadowed-deepvalleyblack 
Deepvalleyforested Gloom yland," which means, says the A ppendix, "m ore or 
less: 'there is a black shadow  in the deep dales of the forest'" (Appendix F 1131). 
Just w hat this refers to is uncertain. It seems akin to Legolas's description, and 
even closer to Treebeard 's account of Fangorn as having trees that are "bad right 
through [...] some very dangerous parts [...] some very black patches.'" "Like 
the O ld Forest aw ay to the north, do you m ean?" asks M erry, and Treebeard 
replies,
aye, something like, but much worse. I do not doubt there is some shadow 
of the Great Darkness lying there still away north; and bad memories are 
handed down. But there are hollow dales in this land where the Darkness 
has never been lifted, and the trees are older than I am. (III.4.468)
Are these supposed to be H uorns? We are never told. A nd then he tells M erry 
and Pippin, "I do not understand  all that goes on myself, so I cannot explain it to 
you" (468). If Treebeard, the character w ho m ight be expected to know  the m ost 
about the H uorns, cannot explain "all that goes on," w ho can?
A pparently  not Tolkien, w ho doesn 't even try. In good creative w riting 
fashion, he practices "show " rather than "tell." This is how  the H uorns first 
appear to Theoden and his C om pany after H elm 's Deep.
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The land had changed. Where before the green dale had lain, its grassy 
slopes lapping the ever-mounting hills, there now a forest loomed. Great 
trees, bare and silent, stood, rank on rank, with tangled bough and hoary 
head; their twisted roots were buried in the long green grass. (LotR 
III.7.541)
The suddenly-appeared trees look like a forest that has stood for m any years. In 
that respect they are trees, and there are references in the drafts to the "H uorn 
w ood" (WR  39, 70). But in their unexplained m obility and ability to move w ith 
the speed of w ind, they are not trees. They w ere not at H elm 's Deep the day 
before. They have not grow n overnight (though they look like they have), but 
have arrived from  som ewhere else. But where? Those "hollow  dales w here the 
Darkness has never been lifted"? We are not told. Leaving H elm 's Deep Gandalf 
and his com panions come to a w o o d —the same wood? Presum ably, although 
again we are not to ld —w here the trees are "grey and menacing, and a shadow  or 
a m ist was about them. The ends of their long sw eeping boughs hung  dow n like 
searching fingers, their roots stood u p  from  the g round  like the limbs of strange 
m onsters, and  dark caverns opened betw een them ." The com pany hears "the 
creaking and groaning of boughs, and far cries, and a rum our of w ordless voices, 
m urm uring  angrily" (III.8.546). The "w ordless voices m urm uring" implies 
sound, bu t stops short of speech. It harks back to the singing of Old M an Willow. 
The H uorns can vocalize bu t they cannot talk. They have voices b u t no w ords, no 
language.
So if they're not trees and they're not Ents, w hat exactly are the Huorns? 
Gandalf calls them  "a thing beyond the counsels of the w ise" (III.8.543). They 
m ay have been beyond the counsel of Tolkien, which m ay be w hy he gives 
M erry and not the narrator the only explanation of them  that we get. The fact is, 
Tolkien never tells his readers w hat the H uorns are; he just shows us w hat they 
do and tells us w hy (though not how) they do it, leaving us to fill in this partial 
outline by connecting the hin ts that he has given us. A lthough we cannot truly 
com prehend them, we can visualize them. Their "tangled boughs," "hoary 
heads," and "tw isted  roots" seem straight out of an A rthur Rackham  illustration, 
and indeed Rackham, the prem ier illustrator of Tolkien's boyhood, m ay have 
been one inspiration for their depiction. Nonetheless, the result of Tolkien's 
reticence is that the H uorns are the m ost m ysterious, m ost provocative because 
least explicit, m ost purely  mythological of all the phenom ena of his sub-created 
world. They are tree-fairies defined by their actions, aiding in the process of 
creation by m aking effective (against the orcs) the divine Tree-idea. H ow  they do 
it rem ains their secret.
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S m ith 's  tree
A postscript and exception to this discussion is Tolkien's m ost 
traditionally  dryad-like tree, this one outside the realm  of M iddle-earth  but 
firm ly w ithin the realm  of Faerie. This is the "young birch" that shelters Smith of 
W ootton Major from  the W ild W ind that harries h im  w hen he steps on the Lake 
of Tears (29-30). Of all Tolkien's trees, the birch seems m ost in line w ith the 
conventional im age of the dryad. Unlike Old M an W illow and Treebeard (and by 
im plication the H uorns) the birch not only is not male, it has no gender, being 
referred to consistently w ith  the neuter pronoun "it." Yet taxonomically the birch 
produces both flower and fruit; this, coupled w ith its slender trunk  and fluttering 
dancing leaves m akes it seem quintessentially, alm ost stereotypically female. 
M oreover, its flexibility—it is "bent dow n to the ground" by the w in d —its white 
skin, and its vulnerability—it is naked, "stripped  of every leaf," and its tears fall 
like ra in —give it a distinctly feminine quality very m uch in keeping w ith 
classical depictions of dryads. H aving been created in the years 1964-67, Sm ith's 
birch cannot have contributed to Tolkien's 1943 concept of the Tree-fairy, but 
(gender excepted) m ay still have derived from  it. It is certainly Tolkien's m ost 
fairy-like tree, m aking effective for the reader the "divine tree-idea," and could 
easily have been the inspiration for a Rackham  illustration. One wishes it had  
been.
Conclusion
W ith the possible exception of the birch, it's  p retty  clear that w hen 
Tolkien says "tree-fairy" he is not thinking of a pretty  girl in a filmy tunic. H e is 
thinking of som ething rough and rugged that conveys the height and w eight and 
bread th  and durability  of a tree, tha t captures the essence of a tree, that gives a 
tree its soul. In this respect, the Tree-fairy of M anuscript B and the tree-characters 
of The Lord of the Rings are m em bers of the same body of lore, reciprocally 
connected in tim e as well as in spirit. A tim e-line of their appearance in his 
w riting will show the relationship.
1938. First mention of "Willowman," "Willow of the Forest," "the Old Man."
March 1939. Manuscript A. No Tree-fairy.
M id 1939. Old Man Willow fully developed.
1940. Treebeard changed from Giant to Ent.
1941-42. First appearance of Huorns.
1943. Manuscript B w ith Tree-fairy passage.
1944. Treebeard fully developed.
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W hat I deduce from  this is that the idea grew  over time, that it w as a "tale that 
grew  in the telling," to borrow  a phrase. It was Tolkien's creation of and 
engagem ent w ith his fictional tree-characters that led him  to the explicit tree- 
fairy of M anuscript B, and the concept of the tree-fairy as described in 
M anuscript B that personalized and anim ated those characters. Neither, I 
suggest, could have occurred w ithout the other. W hen we read O ld M an Willow 
and Treebeard and the H uorns as variations on Tolkien's idea of the tree-fairy we 
are reaching back to a longer and m ore profound m ythological history than  his 
present M iddle-earth. W hen we understand  the phrase "tree-fairy" in light of 
O ld M an Willow or Treebeard or the H u o rn s—or even Sm ith's b irch—the phrase 
and indeed the w hole passage in M anuscript B take on a gravity and seriousness 
that the w ord "dryad" does not suggest and even the com pound "Tree-fairy" 
does not by  itself invite.
I suggest that this gravity, this seriousness, is w hat Tolkien felt w hen he 
w as writing, and w hat he intended his readers to understand  in both his fiction 
and his scholarship. The tw o genres are interlocking and interdependent, like the 
dryad and his tree, and both derive from, as Tolkien said of Beowulf, "antiquity  
w ith  a greater and yet darker antiquity" behind it (Beowulf: The M onsters and the 
Critics 31). W hat Tolkien w as try ing to convey was som ething both supernatural 
and spiritual that he felt w as im portant for the w orld to know. H is tree-fairy and 
his tree-characters are archaic yet tenacious, ancient yet curiously vital 
m anifestations of a m ythic w orld  of sentient nature. This is a w orld  that is, as he 
said in his Beowulf essay, "alive at once and in all its parts" (15), a w orld aware of 
itself and us, not only w atching u s b u t interacting w ith us and affecting us, if we 
only knew  it.
Tolkien knew  it.
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